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From the MRA President's Desktop

Becoming a Bridge to Literacy:
MRA's Mission
.. .you really can't simply build a bridge for a child,
you have to become a bridgeyou have to lay yourself across the chasm ....
Katherine Paterson
March 14, 2009
Grand Rapids, MI
As Katherine Paterson spoke the final words of
her opening keynote at MRA's 2009 conference in
Grand Rapids, we leaned toward the edges of our
seats, darted upright, and applauded heartily.
Katherine had once again plucked
our heartstrings with her compelling,
genuine life stories. She reminded
us poignantly of our personal and
professional imperatives to provide
literacy bridges that alter the paths
of our students' lives.

sional organization whose mission is to promote literacy." Through lively, vibrant discussions, we decide
what is most important to us as an organization
and set "wildly important goals" for which we will
construct strong trusses to support our
mission. MRA's leadership is personally
vested in our work for Michigan educators, and we are working together to be
a bridge, while we also build bridges.

But did she tell us how? Did she
inspire us to find that magical book
for a reluctant reader, or help a child
discover her voice in writing, or provide the timely interaction that leads
a child to believe in his own abilities?
Not specifically. Instead, Katherine
described a deeper construction that
underpins our outward methods.
Although such actions may serve as
Gallant
important bridges, she suggested
that these bridges may sag, crack,
wash out, or buckle under the weight of what is
happening all around us if we only build, rather than
become, the bridges.
How can a teacher become a bridge? Katherine
Paterson proposed that we become bridges when we
become "personally vested" in how we teach-when
we share our minds and hearts with our students in
meaningful ways. When we lay ourselves across the
chasms that students encounter, they will likewise
respond from the "deepest part of themselves"leading to meaningful outcomes.
This concept also applies to the work of the Michigan
Reading Association. The members of MRA's Board
of Directors are currently laying a strong foundation
to become a solid bridge for literacy. We are engaging
in a series of strategic conversations to re-establish
the full commitment of MRA as a "diverse and profes-
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Even so, our mission is not easy. Times
are tough. Once again, our attention
turned to Lansing in October, where
per pupil spending was further reduced.
Federal stimulus funds for education
seem to be absorbed in ways that make
actual gains invisible. Communities
and schools are stressed; students and
teachers feel it. Katherine Paterson
stated a social reality:
Those bridges teachers used to
count on-family backing, community respect, and political
support-don't seem to be there any longer.
It's not simply that the money to build has
disappeared, the vision of what society
owes its children seems to have washed
away as well.

So, who will help the children?
Helping children is one daunting reason to be a
bridge. When people are personally vested and
times are tough, some people become bridges. For
them, challenging times serve as a reminder of why
public education and literacy are so critical. They
are the foundations of the American Dream, and the
bridges that any child can use to rise above his or her
circumstances and connect to a better future. During
tough times, educators who are personally vested and
act accordingly become bridges to opportunities for
students.
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I see personally vested people everywhere I go for
MRA. They attend board meetings and local council
events, and offer their opinions passionately, with
students and literacy as the focus. They attend our
state and national conferences so they can stay
informed and have a voice. They contact their legislators and networks of association leaders, run for
office, serve on committees, participate in Internet

networks and forums, and share research and concerns. They take the time to find out the facts and
then "lay themselves across the chasms ... ."
Fortunately, school remains a place of hope and possibility because educators are willing to become bridges.
Patricia Gallant, Ed. D.
2009-2010 President, Michigan Reading Association

From the MRA Past President's Desktop

The Power of Talk
Dear Friends,
Have you ever been in a waiting room or an airport
terminal and looked over your shoulder
to see what other people are reading?
At the risk of being rude to perfect
strangers and invading their private
reading time, I find myself wanting
to discuss with them a novel they are
reading and especially when it is a book
I have also read. These strangers don't
know it but I feel a silent connection to
them as I am wanting to converse with
them about their reading. There is
tremendous power in "talk."

conflicting ideas in a respectful manner. We want
them to engage in rich conversations
surrounding texts.

It is my hope that all classrooms
will value the power of talk and the
richness of the reading workshop.
I envision Book Clubs and Inquiry
Circle's becoming the norm in all
schools. My heart soars when I see
children laughing out loud or crying
because of something they have just
read. I smile at those children who
while waiting for their school bus
have
opened their books to read one
The power in talk is what we encourage
more
chapter. As educators, we must
our children to do in reader's workshop.
continue to cultivate a landscape of
How lucky are the children where talk
Bigelman
literacy
for our children. This is my
is valued in their classrooms. In these
hope
for
our future that everyone will
classrooms, we want our children to
realize
that
literacy
matters.
make connections between the text they are reading
and other texts. We encourage children to have conWishing you well,
versations that clarify their ideas by asking questions
Lynn G. Bigelman
and providing examples or evidence to support their
2008-2009 President, Michigan Reading Association
thinking. We want our children to be able to discuss

Dedicated to Karen Adams
This issue of the MRA Michigan Reading Journal is dedicated to the memory of Karen Irene Adams, October
10, 1950 -April 7, 2009. Karen was the dean of Education, Health and Human Services at Central Michigan
University from 2003-2009. She has contributed to the Michigan Reading Journal as a reviewer for the
feature section titled, "Journeys for the Imagination: Reviews of Children's Books." Karen was also a friend
to the Michigan Reading Association through her sponsorship of keynote speakers at annual reading conferences and her contributions as a presenter. Her passion for literacy and children's literature was infectious
as anyone who listened to her co-hosted presentations of "Children's Books: The Dean's List" on CMU Public
Radio can attest. Her support for MRA, love of literacy, and advocacy for global perspectives in children's
literature will be missed.
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